DOCUMENT RESUME 



ED 298 lt»9 TM 012 242 

AUTHOR Froman, Richard L., Jr. 

TITLE An Empirical Foundation for a Taxonomy of Humor. 

PUB DATE [881 

NOTE 7p. 

PUB TYPE Reports - Research/Techniccl (143) 

EDRS PRICE MFOl/PCOl Plus Postage. 

DESCRIPTORS XClassif ication; XHumor; Interrater Reliability; 

xPsychometrics; Undergraduate Students 

IDENTIFIERS XEmpirical Research 

ABSTRACT 

The reliability of a taxonomy of humor was tested in 
two studies. The first study involved rater identification of nine 
categories for humorous incidents excerpted from television comedy 
programs (wordplay^ exaggeration/understatements contrasts audience 
knowledge^ aggression^ emotion^ taboo^ pratfall/slapstick^ and 
repetition). The second study^ undertaken to remedy shortcomings of 
the firsts involved refinement of the following categories resulting 
from the first study (exaggeration/understatements contrasts audience 
knowledges emotions taboos aggressions and repetition). These 
categories were tested for interrater agreement using undergraduate 
participants trained to recognize the categories. Definitions of the 
categories were developed. Further refinement of the typology should 
result in subsuming repetition under exaggeration/understatement. A 
test will be developed to provide a profile of an individual's sense 
of humor based on their preference for humor of particular 
categories. (TJH) 
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The r^£:^chc!ogic?l zt'jdy of humor began with Freud 'i. 
?pplica+icr of psychoanalytic theory to the question of the 
impnrtance of joKing to the persor.al itr . Humor research 
!.'?^ then largel^' ah^ndrn^d 'intil the recent upsurge of 
interest in t^:<^ application of h'.imor to health and 
P'-'^'chr therap!' . Hoi46»'£r , this recent emphasis on applied 
h'rmnr research ioe^ not 3eem to be based upon a founda- 
tir*^ rf basic research. TTis primary mechanisms of humor 
h?''5 :*3t to he explicated despite Freud's preliminary 
attempts at a compr ehens i'^e theory of humor. In order to 
understand the mechanisms of humor, it is necessary to 
begin ni+h description and cl as= if icat ion . 

The reliability of a tax on o my of humor was tested in 
two studies. In the firit study^. humorous incidents 
eycerp ted from tg 1 e»M s iori comedy pr ogr ams were judged to 
belong to one of nine different categories of h«4mor s 
tterdplay, F/agger at ion ^ Mnderstatement , Contrast, Audience 
Knonledge, Aggression, Emotion, Taboo, ?: atf a1 1 / Slapst ick , 
and Repetition. Ons rater categorized eight hours of 
eyrerpted humorous incidents and then repeated the process 
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approximately three weeKs later in order to determine if 
the categories were defined well enough to allow for 
incidents to be correctly classified in the same way two 
separate times. O'^erall intra rater agreement percentages 
for correct matches uas 72%. 

A seco-id study m^s undertaKen in order to remedy some 
cf the shortcomings of the first study. First, many 
humorous ir.cid^ni^ t;se multiple humor mechanisms. In cases 
where more than one cat^gorr was represented in a single 
hum'^rous 'incident, the rater had to d<*termine which 
rategc^ry ^chie^ed a plurality in terms of importance of the 
mechanism to +he humor of +he incident. 

Second, the taxonoTr- itself was in need of 
mod^-f icat i^n due to the fact that some of the categories 
cruld hE combined to maKe the taxonomy more pars irfion ious . 
Plerrwnts of the hybrid Uordplay category uere dispersed to 
other categories ijhich were mere descr ipt i'v^e of the 
mechanisms in^ol'^ed. Pr at fal I /SI 3pst icK was subsumed by 
r^'35ger at icn - Mnders t atement since such actions use 
ey?ggera + »d Tjo»»eTents to produce humor. 

TTie remaining se^en categories were tested for 
int«»rrater agreement j= ing undergraduate participants 
+ r?!n*»d to recognize the categories. One set of uideotaped 
evrej^pts ^chcss*i specifically fcr their categorical purity 
in order t^ 9i»^oid prchlems with multiple categorizations) 
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Mere used to train participants to recognize the categories 
and a separate set of excerpts (also selected for 
categorical purity) were categorized. All incidents were 
clearly marKed on the «Mdeotapes. Percentages of agreement 
on the classification of indi^'idual excerpts ranged from 

to ^ny. with an average of 54'^. Since there were seven 
categories, chance 3e»^el for agreement would be 14X (one in 
se»'en . ^ 

The «e»*en categorios are defined as follows : 
<=^GG«?E?SIOM - Both «ierbal and physical aggressive acts 

rhich iri"ol'?e either physical contact with a person in an 

in+ent ional 1 V aggress manner or verbal aggression. 

Includes rarial insults, personal piit downs and physical 

^tt-^rKs . 

AMDIEN-CE K^f^^Jf.^PGE - Anything which causes the 
audience to feel that they Know more than the character. 
Tnrl!ides xi sunder s t and ing? between characters, audience 
Byp&ct^i: ions of ar immfnent confrontation, audience 
re?H7Btjon cf the tru + h being hidden by a statement with a 
double meaning ^double ertendre>, a secret signal frcr.* one 
ch?r3r+er to another, audience Knowledge of a character's 
+ rMe motivation uhirfi iz unKnoun to other characters, one 
rh^racter being foole^f by another, an action that is 
sigrifi'-ant tr the audience but not to at least one of the 
ch?rarter£ . mi?pr oninc i ^t ions and slips of the tongue. 
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CONTRAST - All types of physical and "erbal contrasts 
(i.e., silly with serious, €-'pected image with actual 
imaged. Includes pun= , metaphors, colloquialisms iriMolving 
ridiculoiis romp?r isons , ^laitches ^from uhat what was 
ob'n'oijsly being implied to nh?t actually happened^,- 
re'^er^als ^of roles or attitiides or any other Kind of 
turn?hcut>, ill'-igiral statements, surprises (plot tuists.^, 
r.on 'z eqw iturs , actions opposite of ucr ds , an imal s or 
machines being treated 1 iKe humans or "ice "ersa. 

^^!OTT^M - AII emotions exhibited by the characters. 
Include? smh?rr?ssment , nervous laughter, apprehension, 
»nvie+^', cai f -aba?^ment , beu ilderrr^ent , crying, disgust, 
cont?gious laughter and e'^aspsration. 

EXA^^^FTPATTDM - MMDE-pSTATEMEMT - Any physical or verbal 
o-agger ^t ior . Incl udes eycl arrwit ions , un intent ional 
rh!'^i'-?l contact, accidertly breaKing, dropping or hitting 
things, befng hit by something, making a misstep or 
pratfall, any o'^ere/pend i tur e of energy , a physical 
r^if^r^r\c& to ? •»9rhal izat ion , mechanization of human 
3c*i^n, delay in response, use of rhythm, i3rca.srTir 
understatement, statement of the obvious, and any hurfior 
arising from -sn exaggerated characterization. 

PFPETITIOM - All aspects of physical and 'verbal 
repetition. Includes alliterations and repetitions of 
earlier statements or actions. This category can be 
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difficult to identify because there is often at least one 
o+her category of humor e»Mdent in ari incident that u.^es 
repe t it ion . 

TABOO - Anything that is considered off -limits in 
ordinary con'^ersat ion . Includes any scatological 
references, references to an* bo6\' parts or body functions^ 
gallru's hunor, s'^^ua! humor or any humor involying 
refe-^^nre 5r.- other socially taboo topic. 

There were a n'lmber cf difficulties uhich made it 
rfiff i-iilf to gain ? true inde^- cf agreement for the various 
c=+egcries. Firs+, it proved very difficult, especially in 
the medit4m of +ele"fsicn to f:nd ircidents that were pure 
p-?rnples cf cn!' one -a + egory. It reems liKel> that 
':art->'>n' -r :.ri-^*^n joKe; uowld pro"ide a greater potential 
for c?tegnr ir?! pur it: . Second, there uere oery 
'-^str !ct 3»e tim^ crrstraints placed on the participants. 
T^fe•' were required tc: !e?rn the t^vonomic distinctions and 
r?*? the incidents all in the course cf one hour. 

One -^Mr+her irnpr 5"ery»snt in the taxonomy was suggested 
after ftirther iiorv ufth the categories. It seems obvious 
t»-5t Pepetiti^n is simply a specisl case of Eoggeralion so 
Pepeti*inr should he suh^umed h:- E agger ^ti^-n - 
'_'nder St atement . 

nnc« +he *aconoT'* hr^s been fu!lv refined, it Mill be 
tifefMl +0 to+h rP'^B^rch^rs and clir.icians. A test will be 
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deueloped to prouide a profile of an individual's serise of 
humor based on +heir preference for humor of particular 
'-ategcries. Both the taxononrr itself and the test could be 
useful for de«'el?pin3 a greater understanding of the 
ronncrtion between physical and rriental health and various 
types of hurr?r . H'jmcT researchers may be able to explain 
some of the cc ntr ad irtor y findings in their research as 
b^irg the re-'jTt of indi»'idual differences in patterns of 
hurior enjoyrflent. This *?voncm'/ should pro'Mde the basic 
fr';nd?+1or upon fwr+her sppHca-tions of humor theory 

r^n br de»»elnped. 



